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The var ie ty  o f  M e d ia  L e n g u a  (M L ,  lit. ‘h a l f  
language’ or ‘ha lfw ay  la n g u a g e ’) descr ibed  here 
is spoken  nat ive ly  by at least  about  a thousand  
people  in C en tra l  E c u ad o r .  T h e  re fe ren ces  are 
s u m m a r i s e d  in M u y s k e n  (to a p p e a r ) .  O th e r  
v a r ie t ie s  h a v e  b e e n  d i s c o v e r e d  in S a ra ju ro  
(Province o f  Loja)  and outs ide  o f  Cañar ,  both in 
the southern part o f  the Ecuadorian  highlands.
Nature o f  the mixture and structure 
L in g u i s t i c a l l y  s p e a k i n g ,  M e d i a  L e n g u a  is 
essentially Q u ech u a  (Q) with the vast majority  of  
its s t e m s  r e p l a c e d  by S p a n i s h  (S)  forms.  
E xam ples  o f  M e d ia  L e n g u a  (M L ) u tterances  are 
given in (1) th rough  (3), w ith  the (b) e x a m p le s  
giving the regional  Q u e c h u a  equiva len t ,  and the
(c) examples  the regional Spanish equivalent.
Abbreviations in the interlinear transla tions o f  
all examples:
AC accusative, direct object 
BN benefactive (for), purposive  (in order to)
Cl cislocative (m ovem ent  towards speaker)
FN finite nominalizer 
LD locative 
PR progressive 
SD sudden/discovery tense 
TO topic marker 
1 first person subject
(l)a . unu fabur-ta pidi-nga-bu bini-xu-ni (M L) 
one favour-AC ask-FN-BN come-PR-1 
‘I com e to ask a favour.’
b. shuk fabur-da maña-nga-bu shamu-xu-ni (Q)
c. vengo para pedir un favor  (S)
It is c lear  that ( l a )  has resu lted  f rom  putt ing  the 
phonologica l  shapes  o f  the w ord  in ( l c )  into the 
lexical entries in ( lb ) .  T h u s  shuk  is rep laced  by 
unu, maña- by pidi-, etc. Several  things should  be
noted .  First ,  we ge t  an e m p h a t i c  fo rm  o f  the 
indefin i te  article in M e d ia  L e n g u a ,  unu, ra ther  
than Spanish  unem phat ic  un. Second ,  the Spanish  
irregular verb form vengo appears in a regularised 
s tem form  bini. Third ,  the Q u e c h u a  rule voic ing 
the accusa t ive  case  m a rk e r  -ta to -da a f ter  fabur 
has n o t  a p p l ie d  in M e d ia  L e n g u a ;  Q u e c h u a  
d ia lec to logical  ev idence  s u g g e s t s  tha t  th is  is a 
recent rule. Fourth ,  w hat  is pecu l ia r  about  Media 
L e n g u a  is not  so m u ch  that it con ta in s  Span ish  
worcjs (many dialects o f  Q uechua  do as well) ,  but 
that  a ll  Q u e c h u a  w o rd s ,  i n c lu d in g  all co re  
v o c a b u la r y ,  h a v e  b e e n  r e p la c e d .  F i f th ,  the  
Span ish  fo rm s have been adapted phonologically  
to Q uechua ;  m id  vow els  have  been  rep laced  by 
h ig h  v o w e l s .  Q u e c h u a  w o r d  o r d e r  a n d  
m orphology have been retained.
(2)a. kuyi-buk yirba nuwabi-shka  (ML)
cavia-BN grass there.is.not-SD
T here turns out to be no grass for the cav ias.’
b. kuyi-buk k ’iwa illa-shka (Q)
c. No hay hierba para los cuyes (S)
N ote  that the Q u e c h u a  w o rd  kuyi ‘g u in e a  p i g ’ 
appears  in the local Span ish  as well.  T h e  M e d ia  
L e n g u a  v e rb  m a in t a in s  the  Quechua-specific 
‘su d d en  d i s c o v e ry  t e n s e ’ m a rk in g  -shka. T he  
Q u ech u a  negative  existential  verb  s tem  ilia- has 
been relexified with a newly fo rm ed  ‘f ro z e n ’ s tem 
nuwabi-, d e r iv e d  f ro m  S p a n i s h  n o  and  haber 
‘h a v e ’ . T h e  S p a n i s h  v e rb  ‘h a v e ’ h a s  an 
im personal  fo rm  hay  w h ich  a lso  has ex is ten t ia l  
meaning.
(3)a. yo-ga awa-bi kay-mu-ni (M L)
I-TO water-LO fall-CI-1
‘I com e after falling into the water.’
b. ñuka-ga yaku-bi urma-mu -ni (Q)
c. vengo despues de caer en el agua  (S)
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Examples such as (3) show  the ex ten t  to w hich  
M edia Lengua utilizes the possibilit ies o f  Q uechua  
verbal affixation. C is locative  -mu can be attached 
to n o n -m o v e m e n t  verb s tem s ind ica t ing  that the 
subject com es  after som e action. This  possibil i ty  
exists in both M edia  L engua  and Quechua.
W hat  exam ples  ( 1 ) to (3) illustrate is that:
(a) M ed ia  L e n g u a  is essen t ia l ly  the p roduc t  o f  
r e p l a c i n g  the  p h o n o l o g i c a l  s h a p e s  of  
Q u e c h u a  s t e m s  w i th  S p a n i s h  f o r m s ,  
maintaining the rest o f  the Q uechua  structure;
(b) the Span ish  fo rm s ch o sen  have  u n d e rg o n e  
reg u la r iza t io n  and  a d a p ta t io n  to Q u e c h u a  
m orphophonology;
(c) M ed ia  L e n g u a  is conse rva t ive  in som et im es  
r e f l e c t in g  e a r l i e r  s t a g e s  in Q u e c h u a  
pronunciation;
(d) it is not m ade  up on the spot every  t ime it is 
spoken;
(e) the occurrence  o f  S pan ish  s trong  alternants ,  
frozen com pos i te s ,  etc. is an indica t ion  that 
w e  do  n o t  h a v e  a s im p le  p r o c e s s  o f  
vocabulary replacement here;
(f) the  Q u e c h u a  a n d  S p a n i s h  th a t  h a v e  
contributed to M ed ia  L engua  have influenced 
each other in other ways as well.
M e d ia  L e n g u a  p h o n o lo g y  r e s e m b le s  tha t  o f  
Q u e c h u a ,  so tha t  S p a n i s h  w o r d s  are  o f ten  
adapted.  Since we are conce rned  with the fate o f  
the S p a n is h  w o rd s  in M e d ia  L e n g u a ,  w h e n  
in c o r p o r a te d  in to  a p r e d o m i n a n t l y  Quechua 
p h o n o l o g y ,  the  m o s t  im p o r t a n t  d i f f e r e n c e s  
invo lve  e le m e n ts  o r  c o m b in a t io n s  o f  e le m e n ts  
present in Spanish but not in Quechua.  The  voiced 
stops [b], [d], and [g] occu r  in Q u e c h u a  primari ly  
in loans  f ro m  S p a n ish  and  f ro m  u n id e n t i f ie d  
Amerindian substrate languages .  In addition, they 
can result from rules that vo ice  initial consonants  
of  affixes. W e find that e and o are often, but not  
always, p ronounced  as i and respective ly  (with 
som e variation that a lso  o ccu rs  in the Q u e c h u a  
p ro n u n c ia t io n  o f  S p a n ish  loans) .  T h e  S p a n ish  
vowels [e] and [o] are often retained in nam es  and 
interjections.  In s tressed  pos i t ion  [e] and [o] are
m o re  f r e q u e n t ly  r e ta in e d  th an  in u n s t r e s s e d  
position.
Processes o f  genesis
M e d ia  L e n g u a  p ro b a b ly  c a m e  in to  e x i s t e n c e  
because  accu l tu ra ted  Ind ians  c o u ld  not  iden t ify  
c o m p le te ly  w i th  e i t h e r  the  t r a d i t i o n a l  ru ra l  
Q u e c h u a  cu l tu re  or  the u rb a n  S p a n is h  cu l tu re .  
Thus ,  it was not c o m m u n ic a t iv e  needs  that led to 
it, but  ra the r  e x p re s s iv e  n eed s .  It ap p ea rs  that 
ethnic self-identification is o f  crucial importance in 
de te rm in ing  the relation be tw een  Q uechua ,  Media 
L engua  and Spanish  in the E cu ad o r ian  H ighlands.  
M e d ia  L e n g u a  is no t  the  p r o d u c t  o f  an in te r ­
lan g u ag e  a r res ted  and  f ixed ,  re su l t in g  f ro m  an 
e m e rg e n c y  con tac t  s i tu a t io n ,  bu t  r a th e r  it is a 
d e p a r t u r e  f r o m  Q u e c h u a  t h r o u g h  m a s s i v e  
re lex if ica t ion ,  and  no t  at all a lo n g  the pa th  o f  
Q uechua-Span ish  interlanguage.
The  E cuador ian  capita l  o f  Q uito  w en t  through 
a phase  o f  rapid  ex p an s io n  in the pe r iod  be tw een  
1905 and 1925, af ter  the ra i lw ay  l ink ing  it to the 
Pacific port o f  G uayaqu i l  had been built. M an y  of  
the c o n s t ru c t io n  w o rk e rs  w e re  rec ru i te d  in the 
p ro v in c e s  sou th  o f  the cap i ta l ,  w h e re  a lso  the 
speakers  o f  M e d ia  L e n g u a  are to be found.  T h e  
varie ty  repor ted  on he re  is s p o k e n  a b o u t  tw o  
k i lom eters  f rom  a s ta t ion  on this  ra i lw ay .  W h i le  
now  it has lost its im portance ,  the in f luence  o f  the 
railway station af ter  the turn o f  he cen tu ry  and its 
pulling effect on the Ind ian  lab o u re rs  m u s t  have  
been t re m e n d o u s ,  and  there  is a long  h is to ry  o f  
cyclical  m igra t ion  to the cap i ta l .  It is n o t  at all 
unlikely that M ed ia  L en g u a  em erg ed  as a result  o f  
the m ig ra t io n  to the cap i ta l ,  a m o n g  the y o u n g  
a d u l t  m a le s  w h o  w e re  s u d d e n ly  m u c h  more 
a f f lu e n t  an d  i n d e p e n d e n t  th a n  th e i r  p e a s a n t  
re la t iv e s ,  a n d  s u d d e n l y  c o n f r o n t e d  w i th  a 
H ispanic  urban society.
Wider social context
T he  M ed ia  L en g u a -sp eak in g  co m m u n i t ie s  studied 
here  and  lo ca ted  on the  f r in g e  o f  a Q u e c h u a -  
s p e a k i n g  a r e a ,  to  w h i c h  th e  c o m m u n i t y  
h is to r ica l ly  b e lo n g ed .  D u e  to its g e o g r a p h ic a l
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s i tu a t io n  an d  d u e  to the  n e c e s s i ty  fo r  and 
possibility of  its inhabitants to m ake frequent trips 
to the capital to look for work, the co m m u n i ty  has 
co m e  to be cultura l ly  d if fe ren t ia ted  from  n e ig h ­
bouring areas to the ex ten t  that its peop le  find it 
n e c e s s a ry  to set  t h e m s e lv e s  a p a r t  f ro m  the 
neighbours .
M ed ia  L e n g u a  is not used  with ou ts iders ,  but 
ne i the r  is it a secre t  lan guage .  R a th e r  it is an 
o rd inary ,  day  to day c o m m u n i ty - le v e l  fo rm  o f  
communication.
Language acquisition aspects 
M ed ia  L en g u a  is e i ther  learned as a first language 
or, n o w  that lan g u ag e  shift  to w a rd s  S p an ish  is 
more advanced ,  as a second language,  in any case 
before  Q uechua .  O nly  the o ldes t  gene ra t ion  m ay 
still have  Q u e c h u a  as its f i rs t  l a n g u a g e ,  bu t  
eve ryone  has som e k n o w le d g e  o f  M e d ia  Lengua. 
M an y  peop le  now  in the ir  ear ly  m id d le  age are 
frequently  t r i l ingual  in Q u e c h u a ,  M e d ia  L e n g u a  
and Spanish .  S o m e  o lder  peop le  have  less fluent 
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